






For Robert and Helena, 
los extraño demasiado. 
 
 
“This is what I know: people’s hopes go on forever.” – Junot Díaz  
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I. MORNING SICKNESS 
Waiting Room   
 
She sits alone in the corner,  
picking at her cuticles  
till they’re pink and raw,  
then flips through a pamphlet  
 
called After Care – Feeling  
Like Yourself Again. There’s  
a couple across from her,  
woman in raccoon eyeliner  
 
and man in wife-beater  
and neck tattoo. They go  
out for cigarettes. Meanwhile,  
her mouth tastes like pennies.  
 
No one spat on her when  
she walked in, or quoted scripture.  
She wishes there had been someone  
to slap her across the face  
 
until her eyes stung with tears,  
to scream you selfish bitch,  
how do you sleep at night,  
like the voices in her own head.  
	  
Morning Sickness  
 
The night before she went into the clinic  
she set an alarm for 6 a.m., wanting time  
for breakfast.  
 
She couldn’t eat that morning anyway –  
Cereal stuck to the walls of her throat.  
Grief arrived,  
 
sat with her at the table, looming in the  
still-dark, reaching for her face to wipe  
away hot tears  
 
spilling onto her cheeks. She told him  
to go away, she didn’t deserve anything  
but to be alone.  
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Two Week Checkup  
 
Naked under a paper gown,  
feet icy against metal stirrups,  
I close my eyes and bite my lip  
as the nurse eases into my womb:  
 
Everything’s looking good.  
Do you have anyone to talk to 
about all of this? I think of all  
the ways I could answer her –  
 
Yes, but he’s 3,000 miles away or  
Yes, but I’m afraid he thinks I should  
be over it by now or No, they would  
never forgive me or just No.  
 
I start crying and wonder if she  
can’t touch me without permission  
or maybe just doesn’t want to.  
I slip my underwear back on.  
 
The nurse checks a box on her sheet:  
patient 18 – referred to counseling.  
	  





Broken gently on the side of the mixing bowl,  
mixed into melted butter and brown sugar –  
a layer of eggs like snot on top of the batter.  
 
At night when I try to sleep, and fail, I can’t  
not notice my stomach’s empty rise and fall  
against the daisy-embroidered quilt my mother  
 
made for me. I’ve been home all day, baking  
in my pajamas, pretending to be sick, again.  
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How to Quit Feeling Sorry for Yourself  
 
Buy a Chick-fil-a sandwich  
in the drive-through line but eat it 
right there in the parking lot, crying 
to the saddest thing you can find on the radio. 
 
Give up running. Remember the way  
your cheeks burned red and your lungs  
billowed with air? Give up the chance  
to sweat out all that bitterness.  
 
Remind him every chance you get  
about what you went through this summer,  
about what he made you go through.  
Stain his pillowcases with ruined mascara.  
 
Don’t call your Mom back, delete her last text –  
“Everything okay with my baby?”  
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The Two That I Am  
 from the Spanish by Lauren Mendinueta  
 
There are photographs in which I don’t recognize myself. 
My hands, my fingers trembling, I pull them out and look.  
 
I know that I only exist like the skin of a fruit here,  
that the sum of who I am doesn’t equal this other  
 
impersonating me in the image. How can she  
be me? – this woman suspended, with an ugly face, 
 
though mine, is a stranger’s. I guess the world  
must be this way: I have to accept and can’t deny  
 




A la doble que soy 
 
Hay fotografías en las que no me reconozco. 
Mi yo cobarde al mirarlas 
me oblige a pensar que existo en una sola 
y no en la suma de quien soy 
con esa otra que me suplanta en la imagen. 
Cuesta creer que las desconocida también soy yo 
esa mujer suspendida y fea 
con un rostro que sin ser mío no es ajeno. 
Entender el mundo bien puede seré si: 
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When My Father Found Out  
 
he let out a sharp cry,  
like a dog being kicked  
in the ribs. I heard it from  
the kitchen where I stood, 
 
emptied, shaking. He rushed  
downstairs and hugged me, hard –  
a hug that, just as is threatened  
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Marks Smokes between Shifts  
 
in the back parking lot, his face obscured  
underneath an old Metallica hoodie.  
His fingers tremble as he brings lighter  
to Marlboro – PTSD, the doctors said.  
 
How can I have PTSD when I was never  
deployed, never did anything traumatic?  
Smoke curls in the cold air around him,  
early November. It was always warm  
 
in Jacksonville, but there were clouds  
of tear gas on the day the Marines  
had to practice putting their masks on,  
had to stand in the chamber choking  
 
and Mark tried to run for it. After,  
he doubled over, pale, retching,  
his drill sergeant shouting: Get your  
shit together. The sun sets behind  
 
the restaurant. Mark crushes the smoke 
under his sneaker on the asphalt, ties  
a white apron on, clenches his shaking 




He doodles dirty pictures  
on my clipboard, giggles  
when I see them and shake  
my head, Seriously?  
 
Between brunch and dinner  
shifts, he smokes a bowl  
in his car, douses his clothes  
with Axe to mask the smell.  
 
Jake’s nineteen, complains  
his fake ID got shredded,  
his girlfriends found out  
about each other and peaced  
 
just before Valentine’s Day.  
No shit, I roll my eyes. He grins 
but once I found him crying  
in the back when his friend  
 
tried to hurt himself; later,  
on my birthday, he left a note  
and an extra share of his tip –  
for putting up with me.  
	  





You got insurance, baby?  
the pharmacist asked, peering  
at Wendy over reading glasses,  
guessing her answer.  
 
Wendy’s black hair was pulled  
back into two big ponytails, 
a tight Wu-Tang Clan shirt  
clinging to her thin torso.   
 
Eight years of waiting tables, 
and I can’t even afford to get  
some fucking lotion she tells  
the other servers at staff dinner,  
 
scratching her already-raw rash 
rawer with her acrylic nails 
under the table, trying hard not  
to bleed in front of everyone.  
	  





she can’t seem to help but stare:  
the white button-down clinging  
 
to the curve of his broad shoulders,  
the tiny gap between two front teeth  
 
when he laughs, the muscle-swell 
as he lifts a bus tray. She saw him  
 
changing before work, into his uniform –  
an accident, could’ve been anyone, right?  
 
He passes behind, hands on her waist.  
Her mind stutters at the shock of his skin.  
	  
Husayn’s Eyes  
 
catch everything. He is eleven, “almost twelve,”  
and he sits hunched in class, drawing intently  
in his composition notebook.  
 
Once, he sprayed whipped cream stolen  
from the teacher’s fridge into “The Outsiders,” 
then threw the book into a trashcan.  
 
“Why did you do it?” his teachers asked,  
their accusing eyes searching his  
as he silently shrugged.  
 
Later, at the staff meeting, they all had guesses:  
Boredom. Too smart for his own good.  
Acting out for attention because  
 
he’s just not getting noticed at home.  
Suppressed rage at female authority  
because he’s a Muslim.  
 
He draws birds – a migratory V above  
the ocean. One breaks the pattern, dipping  
below the gentle arch.  
 
The English teacher leans over his shoulder.  
“The instructions were to write.  
What goes on in that head of yours?”  
 
He looks up, his glasses reflecting  
her turned back as she walks away  
without waiting for his answer.  
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            Teaching 
 
Yovany is the new kid  
this summer, chubby  
with glasses and a smile  
that gets him out of  
all kinds of trouble.  
 
He’s insanely behind 
in reading and writing,  
the grade-head tells me,  
plopping a manila file  
with all his test scores 
 
on my desk. He can  
barely string a sentence  
together. He stays inside  
with me during recess  
so we can leaf through  
 
Hooked on Phonics  
together. Some days  
he just shows me  
YouTube videos and  
tells me nobody’s pupusas 
 
are better than his mama’s.  
We argue about recipes.  
On the last day I ask him  
what we learned – Nada,  
he says, except you suck  
 
at Mario Kart. And it feels 
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Hopsewee Plantation  
 
Frank rocks back and forth  
slowly on a white porch swing,  
a whiskey sour in one hand,  
the other thoughtfully scratching 
a grey beard. He surveys the land:  
 
Spanish moss hanging from   
the branches of palmettos and oaks,  
red azalea buds spotting the banks  
of the sprawling North Santee River,  
his Rhodesian Ridgeback gnawing  
 
on a bone in the shade of a tree.   
You know, boy he says to his nephew,  
back in my days as a trial lawyer 
I got a lotta flack from folk. Called me 
a nigger lover. He smiles, I reckon  
 
they were right in some respects.  
He swirls the bourbon in his glass,  
ignorant of the mosquito who’s made 
it a home. I did always want to help  
colored folks know Jesus and keep their  
 
heads on straight. He leans forward,  
lowers his voice to a husky whisper. I can only 
do so much. Sighs. God helps those who help  
themselves, you remember that. The bug  
kicks its legs, then stills, caught in amber.    
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My Older Brother and I  
 
stand on the sidewalk outside Speakeasy –  
he kicks the pavement with his sneakers,  
I blow cigarette smoke into the sweaty  
August evening. He just moved to town.  
 
I only go through a pack a month or so, 
I say, or when I’ve had a few beers. 
He shrugs, pulling his long hair into  
a little blonde bun on the top of his head  
 
and says, Hey, your lungs. I lean against  
the brick wall, studying his face, finding  
nothing. I’ll meet you inside. As he turns 
and leaves something inside me fills  
 
like a sail and I’m ten years old again,  
chasing him down our street, bending  
to catch my breath, throat closing 
as I lose sight of him altogether.  
 
	   18	  
 
 
The Broken Yolk  
 
The summer I turned eighteen  
I worked at a greasy spoon, left  
every day smelling like pancakes  
 
and French fries, hating it all –  
the little black visor with The Broken  
Yolk splashed across it in yellow letters,  
the way my manager’s slick mustache  
 
quivered when he yelled at us.  
I feel you, chiquita Mayra would say  
in the break room, or out smoking  
 
cigarettes after we clocked out,  
shit sucks. According to the waitresses, 
she had a husband in jail for drug  
smuggling and a little sister back in Tijuana  
 
who got half of every paycheck.  
Mayra told me she wanted a criminal justice  
degree so she could be a cop like the ones  
 
on NCIS. Shoulda finished high school,  
she’d shrug. When my last day came Mayra  
squirmed out of my hug – Go on, get your  
bitch ass outta here, but as I drove away  
 
she jumped up and down and shouted  
Make me proud out there, college! waving,   
getting smaller and smaller in my rear-view.  





Gayle breaks off little pieces of chocolate  
and wraps them in a paper napkin, slips  
the white folded square in the pocket  
of my dress. We convene back in the kitchen 
 
to deliberate: coconut vs. chile pepper,  
sea salt vs. caramel. Better watch out  
before the manager catches you, warns  
a cook. I’m the manager, and shouldn’t  
 
you be busy making a roux? Gayle snaps 
to howls of Oh, damn and you just got served. 
We linger, sampling, avoiding the blur  
of the restaurant waiting for us right outside.  
 
  





Olin sits at the bar wearing a big straw hat,  
The New York Times and a glass of OJ  
before him, crumbs in his white beard.  
 
Months of working the brunch shift,  
and I’ve never known him to miss  
a Sunday. He always shoves to the front  
 
of the line, past post-church families  
and hungover kids, beelining for his seat  
at the bar. You know he plays up  
 
the senility thing, my manager groans,  
just like my mother. We all endure   
the days Olin forgets to pay, or talks  
 
to us for half an hour about flossing,  
or complains during a rush, this biscuit 
is too damn hard – but I can’t help dreading  
 
the long day he won’t come in at all,  
his favorite stool empty, no one there to say  
Have I ever told you, you look like a young  
 
Priscilla Presley? or to cut out his favorites  
from the funnies and leave them behind   








III. SWELL SEASON 
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First Date  
 
It was dark and cold on Del Mar Beach  
at midnight, so Danny gave me his jacket  
to wear while we sat on hard sand.  
 
I think he was telling me about a cappella  
at Dartmouth, but my heart was jumping  
 
inside my chest so hard I was worried  
he could hear it. Soon he took my hand  
and I thought about what I’d tell the girls  
 
back at school, smiling as if college boys 
always took me out during their spring breaks. 
 
When we got to my neighborhood he turned off 
the car, crawled in the backseat. I followed,  
he lifted my shirt over my head; I leaned in  
 
but he yanked my head down to his zipper. 
I don’t think I know how, I said, fifteen,  
 
his bulge hard against my cheek, his moonlit face 
still unfamiliar. It’s easy, he crooned, shifting,  
caressing my hair, I’ll explain. I squirmed away:  
 
I don’t think I want to. He undid his belt anyway,  
stroked my bare back. Danny please, I begged:  
 
Don’t tease me, he hissed, gripping my neck.  
Kicking his body off mine, I fumbled for the lock  
and fell through the open door onto the sidewalk.  
 
Speeding off, he threw my shirt at me and spat  





Tide Pooling  
 
 The sun just barely up, I shiver  
in a purple windbreaker and bare feet.  
“You find anything yet?” my father calls,  
California Marine Life: A Field Guide  
in one hand.  
 
He rapped on my bedroom door softly,  
earlier – You still want to check out La Jolla  
Cove today? He’d already made coffee 
and set it out on the kitchen counter,   
a newspaper flipped  
 
to the day’s tide predictions tucked  
underneath. We’re the only people  
on the beach, saltwater lapping onto the rocks  
and seaweed slick underfoot. I crouch, 
peering into tide pools,  
 
tiny impermanent ecosystems. I long  
to find a starfish or an octopod  
but in the end all I find are lobster skeletons,  
washed onto shore and spotting the wet sand  
pink. 
 
“Still,” my father says,  
“you can’t beat the smell of the ocean 
first thing in the morning, I always say.”  
And the wind swells around us,  
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All the Small Things  
 
Passing a joint back and forth,  
we roll through suburban midnight,  
Blink-182 on the radio,  
sunroof open, moonlight dripping in.  
We blow smoke out the windows. 
Eyes red and misting,  
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Up Here  
 
From where we’re sitting I can see  
La Jolla Shores – the pier, the curve  
of the beach, the white foam tips  
of waves, tiny black dots:  
children playing in the sand,  
people stretched out on blankets,  
 
lovers kissing in the water.  
You’re barefoot, like that summer  
day at your Dad’s house when you weeded 
as I sat on a plastic chair, watching, both of us 
smoking (you, a bad habit; me, to impress you).  
You were shirtless, sweating.   
 
The Santa Barbara sun has tanned  
your shoulders deep brown to match  
your beard. What’s a day in your life like?  
You shrug. It’s quiet up here.  
The silence presses up against us,   
an undertow.  
 
Words spilled from you on Aarin’s  
back porch at the New Year’s party  
when you laid your head on my lap, drunk – 
My parents are fucked; on the bleachers  
after your lacrosse game when you ran up  
and kissed me in front of everyone; when I  
 
found out about her and you said, I know, 
I know, and I slumped against my garage.   
We squint in the midday sun, looking down  
at the Pacific, stretching so many miles  
to our left and right, the cold surf retreating  
into the horizon, past where we can see it.  





I strip down to nothing  
in the empty lot,  
pull on a black wetsuit,  
neoprene tight against 
 
cold skin. The waves  
are too small to pull  
anyone out of bed  
but me. Paddling out  
 
is smooth, the water  
glossy. Eddie would  
go. The sun is rising 
golden as the first set  
 
rolls in but I’m under 
water, long-board   
cracking against my skull,  
salt water shooting up   
 
my nose, limbs akimbo.   
When I finally come up  
for air, the breath is gone 
from my lungs. 
 












He woke up early most mornings that summer  
in San Francisco, the air cold and salty against  
 
his face as he walked down to the docks   
to see the herons and egrets flapping  
 
against the fog; ships silhouetted against dark  
water. He took classes at the theatre downtown  
 
three days a week, worked at the coffee house,  
no friends his own age. He sounded smaller  
 
on the phone somehow, younger than  
I remembered. Could he hear what I listed  
 
for? To take the train to him, to lock fingers  
again, to brace the wind.  
 
 
	   28	  
 
 
Swell Season  
 
We rinse sand from the bottoms of our feet  
with water from the gallon jug he always keeps  
in the back of his black Ford pickup because  
 
Ya gotta keep the beach on the beach, grom. 
I run my tongue along the roof of my mouth, 
tasting all the saltwater I just swallowed  
 
trying to surf a shortboard for the first time.  
He must have seen me out there in the ocean,  
coming up from under a wave, sputtering, coughing,  
 
because he paddled over to me and said Call it a day? 
and I was grateful to head back to shore.  
We sit in his truck-bed waiting for the others.  
 
A few strands of wet hair stick to my face  
as he wraps his flannel around my shoulders  
and I think for a moment maybe he will kiss me. 
 
I swing my bare feet back and forth and shiver 
in my half-zipped wetsuit. The sun sets,  
washing the parking lot in cold golden light.  





I pass liquor stores, 7-11,  
and a drive-through taco shop,  
Rigoberto’s, before I reach  
the ocean. The sun never stops  
 
shining, melting over me  
like a second skin. Cigarette  
butts litter the Pacific Beach  
boardwalk and Speedo skates 
 
by with his pet pig on a leash 
and a boom-box radio slung  
over his shoulder, singing along  
to the opera that blasts from it.  
 
Surfers pepper the ocean.  
On the beach, the seaweed swarms  
with flies that scatter as I stomp  
on the hard sand, only to descend 
 
again. Living here is living in  







IV. BIRMINGHAM IN SUMMER 
	   31	  
 
 
Birmingham in Summer  
 
There were always Sunday afternoons  
at Magic City Diner – what can I get  
for ya, baby girl? Big slabs of fatback  
soaking two pieces of white bread brown,  
 
Grapico in the Sears parking lot, pink-gold  
pollution-glow sunsets, a freckled girl 
up in a magnolia tree reading The Outsiders 
for the fifth time: they forgot to call her in  
 
for supper. She didn’t know there was a world  
besides huge white magnolia blossoms   
and the harmonica wail of the trains at night 
and chalking up a cracked sidewalk so hot 
 
it burned the bottoms of her tender feet,  
beyond Birmingham in summer.  
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The Things We Lost  
 
Do you remember how the sun freckled  
our faces in the summer? Or the feeling  
of soft dirt between our fingers,  
searching for worms?  
 
Did you keep the leaves we collected  
and pressed in books? Did we ever set  
them free, those lightning bugs we  
caught in jam jars?  
 
When was the last time you fell 
off the handlebars of your big brother’s  
bike or climbed the magnolia tree  
in the front yard?  
 
I’m starting to forget how it felt to fall asleep  
in the backseat and wake up in my own room,  
sleepily realizing that someone must’ve carried me 
from car to house (gingerly, so as not to wake me)  









I didn’t know it then, but the two of you  
probably longed for privacy in the night.  
 
Still, you kept your bedroom door unlocked.  
After nightmares I’d tiptoe across the hall,  
 
whisper “I had a bad dream” from the doorway  
and always you’d let me crawl into bed  
 
between you, and the three of us would sleep.  





The summer before fourth grade we found that dirty book, 
The Big Book of Sex, at your dad’s apartment. We turned a 
few pages and then shoved it to the back of the closet, 
blushing. Both my parents worked late so I went home with 
you after school – we’d walk to the gas station to buy 
Pringles and cream soda and play Neopets for hours.  
 
The lump I got in my throat when we found that book came 
back at your sister’s funeral later that year, like we’d 
stumbled on something too big for us except this time we 
didn’t have anywhere to hide it. I didn’t go up to hug you 
after the service was over because I was afraid of looking at 
your face, afraid I couldn’t handle what I’d find there. This 
is just to say I’m sorry and I wanted to tell you I wish I 
could go back to the church that cold day in February, hold 
your ten-year-old heart to mine and just cry about it 
together.   
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When Charlotte Came to Visit  
 
We lay awake in bed together whispering  
past midnight like we were seven again,  
only missing glow-in-the-dark star stickers  
on the ceiling and N’ Sync on cassette.  
 
She said she wondered what it would be like  
for her sister to still be alive. Maybe then,  
her mother wouldn’t have run off to The Philippines;  
maybe then, Clara could be the grown-up  
 
so Charlotte wouldn’t have to all the time.  
Silence swung between us like a jump rope,  
remembering. When Clara died all of us  
had avoided Charlotte for a while, afraid we’d say 
 
the wrong thing. Kids can be really shitty  
to each other. We drifted off to sleep  
at some point and woke up to find ourselves 
a little bit older, but still side by side.  
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The Roof  
 
Whenever we thought the sweltering  
heat shimmering on the sidewalks 
would seep into our brains and kill us,  
Rachel and I escaped to the alley  
between our houses, to the flat-roofed shed 
 
tucked under the shade of a big magnolia.   
We’d lie there on beach towels reading  
Harry Potter, sucking on Caprisuns  
and eating skittles that melted candy coating  
onto our hands. Rachel was four months older,  
 
knew more about how to properly get juice  
from a honeysuckle bush and how to get away  
with pocketing lipgloss from the drugstore.  
I listened, awestruck. Years pulled us apart,  
took my family to California, left our spot 
 
crawling with ivy and falling apart.  
We didn’t return to the roof until eighteen,  
when Lou Gherig’s disease finally claimed  
Rachel’s mom after years of the slow,  
creeping threat. It was right after the funeral,  
 
neither of us knew quite what to say.  
We passed a Camel filter back and forth  
between us, looking up at a dark blue sky  
full of stars, blowing streams of smoke  














Do you remember how I’d sit on the washing machine  
while you folded laundry? You were better at fitted sheets  
than anyone, a master of alignment, tucking in edges  
and smoothing every crease with quick hands.  
 
The window above my head was a summer sun.  
That room always smelled clean, like fabric softener  
and baby powder. Did it stay the same, when we sold the house 
and moved away? I’m old enough now to do my own laundry  
 
in the mildewy basement of my apartment, to buy dryer sheets 
and put quarters in the machine. I know you’re not here,  
not anywhere I can see, but if you were, and I came home,  
would you show me one last time how it was you folded  
 
clean cotton? Could I have a glass of milk, then hide  







V. HOW IT STARTS 
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Fault Line  
 
The distance between us 
is 2,569 miles, an 840-hour walk.  
 
I dream we stand on ice floes  
drifting apart, and I cry  
Jump! Swim to me! but you shout  
The water’s too damn cold.  
 
You’ve always hated the ocean,  
just as much as I’ve loved it.  
 
Our last morning together we woke  
on opposite sides of the bed,  
no longer curled together. I felt  
your hand brush mine, inquisitive,  
 
suggestive. I feigned sleep.  
Did you know?  
 
In line at the grocery store I read:  
“California to fall into the ocean?  
Plate motion causes slip-strike  
earthquakes along San Andreas fault.”  
 
It would be easier if our ending was,  
in the end, a natural disaster.  
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On Togetherness  
 
I can tell by the way she laughs at his jokes, throwing back her head,  
and the way he talks about his thesis, the complexities of John Muir,  
that this is the first date. He can’t wait to get her into bed,  
can’t stop staring at her mouth, wondering what it will be like to kiss her.    
 
I think about writing on their check –you know, this part doesn’t last.  
Just trying to prepare them for the inevitable. The long nights where  
he will wake to find her crying next to him; What’s wrong? he’ll ask, 
and hear I don’t know as she turns her head away from his touch. There  
 
isn’t any way to prepare them, really. Early this morning,  
I got dressed while you showered, telling me through the curtain  
all about an NPR story you heard on people who avoid gluten.  
You fixed my coffee with milk and cinnamon while I was brushing   
 
my teeth, then came up behind me, wrapping both arms around  
my waist. You kissed me on the top of the head and said your hair  
smells nice today, like coconuts. Guess there’s also no way to prepare  
them for the exact kind of happiness you and I found.   
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Summer in South Brooklyn  
 
I see you bristly in the steamy mirror  
before I feel your arms around my waist.  
 
I give up on brushing my teeth, for now.  
The fan spins listlessly above us  
 
while the cat mewls from the foot of our bed,  
nowhere to hide in a one-room apartment.  
 
Outside, the sun scalds the pavement.  
Hoyt Street fills with more and more noise.  





You wipe sleep from the creases  
of your eyelids, flop an arm across me,  
snore some more.  
 
This house is old, the kind that smells  
like one big attic when it heats up  
in the winter.  
 
How many before us woke to the tapping 
of the radiator, the noisy yawn  
of the floorboards, 
 
the rise and fall of a chest, the feeling  
of stillness for only one moment,  
uninterrupted?   
	  





Before he ever even knew I existed,  
he knew you. And it isn’t the act  
itself I find myself wondering  
 
about, but after, in bed: What did you  
whisper to him as you lay there, sweating?  
Did you stroke the hairs on his arm  
 
and did he kiss your earlobe like he does  
mine? Did you turn the lights back on,  
or were they never off in the first place?  
 
Did you feel that hollow coming down  
feeling, could you have known  
that this moment, just the thought  
 
of it, would one day make you and me  
both feel sick?   
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How It Starts  
 
“The whole place smells like cat piss,” I warn, squeezing 
the steering wheel, embarrassed already. “I’m sure it’s not 
that bad,” Bo laughs, patting my knee. We find my 
grandfather asleep, bathed in the TV’s blue glow, a 
newspaper blanketing his face. I leave him like that, 
knowing he’ll wake to find her missing, the only face 
whose name he still remembers. In his wife’s bathroom 
sink I find blood-soaked tissues staining the porcelain dark 
brown.  
 
Next morning I realize I drifted off on the couch, all my 
clothes on, but that someone removed my shoes, covered 
me in a quilt, let me be.  
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When I Told You I Didn’t Believe in God  
 
anymore, I wasn’t sad until  
silence filled the bedroom,  
until you pulled my body  
against yours and held my face   
 
with both your hands, pressing  
your lips into my forehead 
like you were trying to give me 
back something that I’d lost.  





You leaned against one of the packed car’s 
poles and I leaned into you, nestling my head 
in the smoky wool of your pea-coat, hiding 
from the dull fluorescent glow. As the train  
 
rocked from side to side, our bodies swayed  
together like two reeds by a pond. You kissed  
the top of my head, over and over. Reflected  
in the window, a couple I didn’t recognize –  
 
such companionable faces, no bags haunting  
their eyes, no hint of 2 a.m. fights in the kitchen  
or tears that wouldn’t stop coming outside  
the clinic. They just looked serene and in love  
 
in New York, holding onto each other, hurtling  
underground from one station to the next.  
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No Place  
 
Five beers deep, I pull you aside –  
How did we get here? I whisper.  
To Jersey City? you laugh:  
We took the Path to Grove Street  
and then we walked four blocks.  
 
That’s not what I mean. I mean  
how is that you and I met years ago  
in a sophomore dorm room kitchen,   
fumbled around on a futon, said  
I love you for the first time on Skype  
 
and now here we are, both wearing  
suits that we ironed at the hotel,  
sitting in John Holl’s kitchen,   
listening to his stories about being  
a Times reporter on 9/11 – all this  
 
while we eat tacos and drink beer,  
his dog Pepper barking at a sunspot  
on the ceiling? You just give my hand  
a squeeze, but later that night, as you tuck  
me in after all the day drinking, you murmur 
 
I really couldn’t tell you how, 







VI. GRAPEFRUIT AT ABUELITA’S 





My father and I crouch  
on cold sand, squinting  
into shallow water for clams.  
He wears a bucket hat  
 
and wields a shovel,  
I clutch an empty cottage  
cheese carton. We’re scouring  
the beach for ingredients –  
 
for arroz con chipi-chipis,  
abuelita’s signature dish back  
in Barranquilla. Five years gone,  
there’s no one to call up  
 
for the recipe. Saltwater seeps  
into the toes of my worn-out  
sneakers. Maybe farther down? 
Hours looking now, but my father  
 
is relentless, searching for what  
she left behind in the fading light.  
Before trudging back to the car,  
defeated, we sit and wait to see  
 
what the tide washes up  
as the sun shivers and disappears.  
 
 







Sitting at my abuelita’s  
vanity, yanking fat fingers 
through curls, I try to make  
myself presentable for Mass.  
 
I hear Ay dios mio, mijita  
and see her, arms crossed,  
five-foot-two but still filling 
the doorway. I blush.  
 
How long has she been there? 
Is that how you treat your hair? 
Is that how you would treat 
a lover’s hair? I don’t understand  
 
but I know the answer should be  
no and shake my head. She cups  
my chin with her hand, lifts my face.  
Vamanos, I will show you. 
 
She starts at the bottom,  
working her way up slowly,  
pulling each strand of the braid  
tightly but gently, winding  
 
it around into a bun like the silver pile  
on the back of her head. Mira, she says  
when she is finally finished, admiring  
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ii.  
 
I was in the ninth grade  
when my abuelita died.  
There was an open casket; 
 
when I saw her face  
and her silver hair  
I cried so loudly 
 
that someone from  
the funeral home came in  
to check on me.  
 
Maybe it’s time to go,  
the woman said, trying 
to be gentle.  
 
Please, I said,  
I just want a couple  
more minutes.  
 
 iii.  
  
My twenty-first summer 
I cut my hair short,  
wanting to stop acting  
like a child, feeling  
 
like one, my throat catching 
as I watched brown tufts  
fall onto the pink tile  











Chapel Hill, 2016 
“Damn girl,” a man slurs  
over the hum of the bus,  
“where’d you get them?”  
nodding towards my neckline.  
 
Barranquilla, 1954 
My abuela – single mother, living off rice  
and mangoes from a paycheck at Sears –  
shelves boxes, takes inventory, her breasts  
rising and falling in time. Was that what  
my grandfather noticed? Did she blush  
when the handsome American first lifted  
her shirt over her head in a dusty backroom?  
 
Bogotá, 1952 
The doctor in a crisp suit visits the one-room 
apartment where my Tía Paula sweats, shakes. 
She’s nine, suddenly aware of the clothes 
scattered, the cramped space, the unmade bed. 
He holds a hand up to her clammy forehead,  
and a stethoscope to her chest. The poverty floats 
before her almond eyes, rich in color like a circus. 
 
San Diego, 2013 
My mother sits passenger-side  
as I drive her to the cancer screening.  
She trembles, one hand pressed  
to her breasts, trying not to fall apart.  
 
  





I’m slouched in the big recliner  
next to grandmother’s hospital bed,  
 
sweatshirt pulled up around my nose  
to filter iodine and Clorox.  
 
Eyes closed, face empty, she’s deep  
into pharmaceutical dreams. 
 
When I was a little girl and she  
came to visit, I’d pull a sleeping bag  
 
into the guest room eager to stay up  
whispering, not wanting to lose any time.  
 
A soft knock at the door: Can we do  
the finger prick now, baby? I shake  
 
my head No; the nurse backs out.  
I wish I could share a sleepover  
 
with gran again, giggle at her snores.  
I hope that the breathing mass of blankets  
 
next to me wakes up to my face.  
I pray that if she doesn’t wake at all,  
 
she opens her eyes to whatever it is  
she was expecting to find.  
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The House She Grew Up In  
 
is condemned now, in violation of  
six different health and housing codes,  
according to a bright yellow notice taped 
to the peeling front door. The front steps 
 
sag from years of rain and snow 
and broken promises of fixing.  
The magnolias and oaks she climbed, 
razed to nothing. Through the window,  
 
she sees stacks of moldy National Geographic  
magazines and piles of toy cars littering 
the entryway, hoarded like gold. The grand  
piano sits in the living room, gathering dust.  
 





She found a cardboard box in the Quizno’s  
parking lot, abandoned. Inside, a shivering  
lump of fur. The sky was gray and misting,  
early December. She called the dog Azucar,  
 
Sugar, Zuzu for short. She’d sit on the floor  
of the kitchen after work, dachshund-mutt  
slobbering all over her face. Last Thanksgiving 
we cooked a turkey, threw out the bones:  
 
Zuzu found them, poking a hole in the bag  
of kitchen trash. The wing tip was too sharp  
for her throat to handle. After the vomiting 
and blood on the tile, she just limped over  
 
to my mother, like always, curling up warm  
in her lap, nestling in for the long nap.  
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As Iron Sharpens Iron  
 
The story was, he saw a burning bush,  
a palm tree on fire, to be more precise.  
From the second story of his Charleston house,  
 
he saw it when just eighteen, flames dancing  
on the branches without consuming them.  
 
I used to assume if God were going to pick  
a person to send a sign to, when He’s been  
so stingy with miracles and wonders lately,  
 
who else would He choose but my father,  
the most important person I’d ever met?  
 
Dad didn’t talk about religion much besides that,  
just sang in a Sunday baritone at church  
and prayed briefly and generically before meals  
 
until the year his older brother died,  
lung cancer at 46, and right after, his mother:  
 
then he started emailing me Bible verses,  
listening to sermons in the car on long trips,  
and taping C.S. Lewis quotes to the fridge.  
 
The last time I was home I took a run  
down to Windansea and found him there  
 
sitting alone on Seal Rock, just after dawn,  
sipping espresso from a tiny white cup,  
watching the surfers and reading Proverbs.  
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Moving In  
 
She unpacked slowly, feet bare  
on her cold tile dorm room floor,  
surrounded by boxes of books  
she arranged on the shelves by number  
of times read. Months later,  
she found a note from her father  
tucked into Eudora Welty,   
at Why I Live at the P.O:  
“You’ve arrived. Just wait  
until Spring when the honeysuckles  
blossom. Put on Bob Dylan,  
open the windows, and soak it in, child.”  
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To the Colonel  
 
Before we found you,  
tucked in the shadow  
of a yawning magnolia,  
a dusty American flag  
 
stuck at your feet, 
we split up to look  
on both sides of the marsh  
for what felt like hours,  
the midday Charleston sun  
 
burning our necks and faces.  
Through palmetto branches 
I caught sight of your son,  
my father, alone, peering  
down rows of headstones  
 
like a little boy lost  
in a supermarket, searching  
for someone he knew 
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For Robert, with Love and Squalor  
 
i.  
How many hours are in a day? I love this,  
the quizzing. 42? Uncle Robert laughs  
and takes a drag of his cigarette. I wish,  
kiddo, I wish. We sit on abuelita’s back steps  
 
while my cousins play jenga inside the house.  
It’s quiet in the yard, the sun just beginning  
to backlight Spanish moss and palmettos.  
How many days in a week, Bell?  
 
That’s easy, 7, I say. Can I try your candy?  
He crushes his Marlboro on the cement –  
No, I don’t ever wanna see you having  
one of these, ya hear? The smell of frying  
 
pork drifts through the screen door as I chew  
on my fingernails, watching a v of birds  
fly over our heads in formation. Can we  
stay out here for five more minutes?  
 
Claro que si, he says, of course,  
tousling my freshly braided hair.  
 
ii.  
A few weeks before he goes, I wheel Robert  
into the parking lot of the hospice for a smoke 
I light it for him, feeling like a grim reaper 
 
in gingham, but, as he says –  
It started this shit, may as well finish it.   
He shivers, a hundred and ten pounds  
 
at most. I wrap my jacket around him; 
we hear a distant cry of gulls as the sky 
continued, no break 
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Two years later, I walk the Battery alone  
at sunset, a Camel filter in one hand  
and a photo of me and my Tio in the other.  
 
I flick ash into the water, the last words  
of his self-written obituary floating before 
me in the hazy light – Keep Smilin’. Out.   
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Early Morning  
 
of the day you died,  
I went into the backyard  
to pick oranges, barefoot,  
 
my heels cushioned by  
damp grass, still living.  
 
The branches seemed to  
bend down past me,  
reaching for the ground,  
 
toward their own inevitable  
bright return to earth.  
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Grapefruit at Abuelita’s  
 
It was always waiting for me in the morning,  
cut into two perfect halves pinkly glowing on  
my Bugs Bunny plate – next to it, a sugar bowl,  
blue ceramic from her sister back in Colombia.  
 
She taught me how to cut the blushing triangles  
of fruit with a serrated spoon, how to frost  
the top with azucar, how to squeeze the last drops  
into a tall glass and drink juice with lunch.  
 
She didn’t join me in the kitchen after that,  
just watched her telanovelas in the next room  
with Fidel curled up at her feet. She never said  
anything to me but buenos dias, mijita, little one.  
 
I ate my breakfast in silence, tart sweetness  
dribbling onto my nightgown, reading the comics  
in Spanish and English. Our favorite was Peanuts,  
or Cacahuates. Ay dios, that perrito really kills me.  
 
After her funeral we wandered around the house  
packing up boxes, saying goodbye. I saved  
my grapefruit spoon and still use it in the summer  
when ripe fruit weighs down the branches  
 
in the backyard where she once watched me play:  
it’s tucked in a drawer between forks and knives,  
like her name, Helena, whose juice fills 
the mouth between my beginning and ending.  
	  
